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As graduation rates rise, is 
online program too helpful? 


BY T. KEUNG HUI 
AND ANN DOSS HELMS 


ahelms@charlotteobserver.com 


RALEIGH 

An online program that has 
helped boost North Carolina’s 
high school graduation rate is 
drawing questions from state 
education leaders who wonder 
whether the results are too good 
to be true. 


Thousands of N.C. high 
school seniors annually pass 
online credit recovery courses, 
which allow them to retake parts 
of classes they failed to earn 
credits needed for graduation. 
But credit recovery is now being 
reviewed as State Board of Edu- 
cation members question what’s 
happening in these locally run 
classes around North Carolina. 

“Td love to know how many 


seniors are utilizing this as a 
way to cross over that line to 
say, ‘I graduated’ and take a 
course in two weeks,” state 
board member Becky Taylor 
said at Tuesday’s meeting. 
“Sometimes it makes you won- 
der if there’s a little bit of a 
numbers game going on.” 

“ ‘We've got to have these 
kids graduating.’ I hear this 
from teachers and that is very 


Amid the potential concerns 
about credit recovery, the state 
Department of Public Instruc- 
tion plans to do a statewide 
survey of school districts and 
charter schools and potentially 
recommend policy changes to 
the state board. CMS just com- 
pleted a similar review, putting 
new practices in place this year 
to ensure consistency in all 
schools and reduce opportuni- 
ties for error or fraud. 

North Carolina public school 
students who fail a high school 
course have two options. They 
can retake the entire course to 
try to change the grade. 

The other option is credit 
recovety, in which students 


concerning to me that may be 
the way we’re utilizing this in 
our districts,” Taylor said. 

The state’s graduation rate 
rose to a record 86.5 percent 
this past school year. Charlotte- 
Mecklenburg Schools did even 
better, at 89.4 percent. School 
districts have credited programs 
such as credit recovery with 
helping keep more students on 


track for graduation. SEE CREDIT, 3A 
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OUT OF REACH 
FOR 2 REASONS? 


North Carolina is one of 
12 states where Samuel 
Adams’ new $200, 
high-alcohol beer is 
outlawed. 4A 


LOCAL 


BILTMORE OWNER 
DIES TUESDAY 


William Amherst 
Vanderbilt Cecil, 89, was 
dedicated to preserving 
his grandfather’s 
Asheville home. 4A 
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TERRORISM 
CHARGES FILED 
AGAINST DRIVER 


FBI locates second Uzbek 
man in connection to NYC 
truck attack they say was 
“planned for weeks.” 10A 


DAVID T. FOSTER III dtfoster@charlotteobserver.com 


Republican candidate Kenny Smith, right, answers a question as Democratic candidate Vi Lyles listens during the Charlotte mayoral debate 


at WBTV studios on Wednesday. 


Mayoral candidates argue 
over tolls, HB2 — and the 
tone of their campaign 


BY JIM MORRILL 
jmorrill@charlotteobserver.com 


Democrat Vi Lyles and Re- 
publican Kenny Smith clashed 
over toll roads, LGBTQ protec- 
tions and the tone of the cam- 
paign Wednesday night in the 
final televised debate of Char- 
lotte’s mayoral race. 

Sponsored by WBTV, the 
Observer and Duke Energy, the 
debate came less than a week 
before Election Day and days 
after a Spectrum News Poll 
showed the race virtually tied. 

Lyles, who beat incumbent 
Democrat Jennifer Roberts in 


September’s primary, would 
become Charlotte’s first female 
African-American mayor. Smith 
is trying to become the first 
Republican since Pat McCrory 
left office in 2009. 

It was Lyles who invoked the 
tone of the campaign. 

“Tt’s been a very negative 
campaign,” she said, respon- 
ding to a question on bullying. 
“As a mayor, you have a 
responsibility to be positive.” 

Asked about the charge, 
Smith said his campaign has 
“focused on the issues.” 

“We’ve had the opportunity 
to contrast ourselves,” he said. 
“We’re measured by how we 


She has said Smith used that 
vote to suggest she does not 
support affordable housing. 
“What I hate about the cam- 
paign is the caricature of 
votes,” she said in the debate. 
Smith has raised how she 
voted in a series of TV and 
digital ads. With no significant 
primary opposition, he has been 
able to run ads for weeks. Lyles’ 
first ads began Wednesday. 
Since the end of August, 
Smith has spent about 
$287,000 on TV and digital 
ads, new reports show. Lyles 
spent about $11,000, mostly on 
radio. Altogether, Smith had 
raised $510,000 to Lyles’ 


vote, not on the words we say” 
afterwards. 

Smith has pointed to Lyles’ 
July vote against a GOP propos- 
al to use hotel/motel tax money 
to pay for planned improve- 


ments to Bojangles’ Coliseum. $422,000. 

That would have freed up as 

much as $18.5 million for other HB2 ECHOES 

projects, including affordable And Smith has gotten help 


housing. 

At the time, the city was still 
considering using hotel/motel 
tax revenues to help land a 
Major League Soccer franchise. 
Lyles said at the time that she 
was uncomfortable “making 
those kinds of decisions quick- 
ly,” and voted against the plan. 


from outside groups, which 
have also attacked Lyles. 
Forward Charlotte, a group of 
unidentified “concerned citi- 
zens,” has spent more than 
$21,000 on radio and digital 
ads, according to reports filed 


SEE DEBATE, 2A 
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